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So far as he can see, rising in the world goes as much by
favor as by desert. When he is invited by a rich uncle to
come to work in his factory in Lycurgus, New York, Clyde
accepts full of hope that his kinship to his new employer
may be an advantage. Technically he is in the position, class-
ical in America, of beginning at the bottom with no more
than a chance to work up, but actually he is his employer's
nephew and distinguished from the other employees in the
factory. As employer Samuel Griffiths expects Clyde to earn
his own way; as uncle he invites the boy to his house and
introduces him to a society he would otherwise not have met.
Living in two worlds, Clyde is divided in himself. At his age
he naturally finds the two worlds symbolized by two girls:
Roberta Alden in the factory, whom he instinctively loves,
and Sondra Finchley whom he cannot help aspiring to in
fashionable Lycurgus. Baldly stated, this was the shabbiest
kind of conflict between love and snobbism. Dreiser would
not see it or state it baldly. Clyde's cloudy will, which lets
him drag on between the two girls till the situation seems
desperate and then leads him to commit a bungling murder,
is hardly the affair of a single wicked moment any more than
of a long guilty plot. His whole life has prepared him for his
dreadful, stupid act. And the whole of America, Dreiser ar-
gued, had conditioned and directed Clyde's life. The first
volume of the novel traces the confused steps, no one of them
criminal, which bring Clyde to the point where he could
become a murderer. There is still a second volume needed
to tell the full story of how he is condemned and put to
death. The civilization which has by precept and example
furnished him with a character unable in an emergency to
save him from his weakness, turns on him once he has yielded
to it and punishes him as utterly as if he had been free to
choose and had deliberately chosen to do evil. Nor is his pun-
ishment laid on him by even-handed justice concerned only
with upholding the law. All the officials active in the case,